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Catharine Theimer Nepomnyashchy
Pushkin is the Russian person as he will develop, as he will perhaps appear 
two hundred years from now.
Nikolai Gogol
Like a first love, you
Russia’s heart will never forget... 
Fedor Tyutchev
Pushkin is our all.
Apollon Grigoriev
J
une 6, 1999, the two-hundredth anniversary of the 
birth of Alexander Pushkin, marked the high point 
of the year-long commemoration of the most 
important Pushkin jubilee in the past half century. The 
birthday festivities in Moscow were capped by a gala 
at the Bolshoi Theater. With Moscow mayor and 
potential presidential candidate Yury Luzhkov looking 
on from the third row, the smorgasbord spectacle 
opened with a filmed statement by Russia's grand old 
man of culture, the noted medievalist Dmitry 
Likhachev, who was to pass away only a few months 
later. Setting the tone for the evening's festivities, 
Likhachev began his brief remarks by acknowledging 
that it was with a "tremor of the soul" that he took up 
the "incredibly difficult" task of saying "something 
very substantive, something fundamental about 
Pushkin." Likhachev then proceeded to validate his 
concern by reading a statement mired in cliche: 
Pushkin is Russia's Shakespeare, Cervantes, Dante, 
Homer; among his most characteristic traits is "the 
perception of the world as good and beautiful. Pushkin 
created and affirmed the language of Russian culture. 
Language is not only the words we all use. It is the 
images, concepts, symbols in which we express our 
thoughts, our ideas, our worldview." Tellingly, 
Likhachev concluded his remarks with a quotation, 
what he termed the "best" of the "very many statements 
about Pushkin," the famous passage from Gogol's "A 
Few Words About Pushkin":
Pushkin is an extraordinary phenomenon and 
perhaps the sole phenomenon of the Russian 




“Seven days left until Pushkin's birthday. " Literary Cafe, St. 
Petersburg.
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develop, as he will appear in two hundred 
years. In him Russian nature, the Russian 
soul, the Russian language, the Russian char-
acter were reflected with the same purity, with 
the same beauty with which a landscape is 
reflected on the convex surface of an optical 
glass.
The rest of the evening was devoted to performances of 
musical numbers based on Pushkin's works—ranging 
from excerpts from the ballet The Fountain of 
Bakhchisarai and the opera Boris Godunov to ro-
mances—alternating with solemn recitations from 
Pushkin's poetry and readings from the more canonical 
memoirs by the poet's contemporaries.
The backdrop against which these performances 
took place, moreover, provided the most compelling 
visual metaphor not only for the Bolshoi concert, but, 
more to the point, for the Pushkin jubilee as a whole. 
Throughout the scene changes accompanying the 
musical numbers, the backdrop remained blue, varying 
from the light blue of the daytime sky to the deep blue 
of the night or, perhaps more to the point, the cosmos, 
with quotations from Pushkin fanning out in rays from 
the center. That center remained empty, only subtly lit 
by clouds or haze, until the finale. Then, as a boy 
dressed as the adolescent Pushkin walked out to center 
stage reciting "To Chaadaev"— Pushkin's stirring 1818 
lyric calling on Russia's youth to place their finest 
emotions at the service of Russia, which will surely 
awaken from its sleep—in the center of the backdrop 
appeared a spectrally white profile of the young 
Pushkin, and the stage filled with waltzing couples. 
Perhaps no image could better have captured what the 
observance of the Pushkin bicentennial had to tell us 
about Russia—that it is a culture trapped in the texts of 
its own past and yet, in a strangely nostalgic fashion, 
yearning for rebirth, for a new center to anchor signifi-
cation.
Of course, it is hardly a revelation to note that, as 
early as Pushkin’s own lifetime and with increasing 
magnitude and intensity since his death, the poet has 
served, especially at key moments of anniversary 
commemorations, as a screen onto which Russia's most 
eloquent apologists and most powerful political forces 
as well as simply average Russians have projected their 
most fervid, sometimes utopian aspirations, in the 
process revealing their deepest anxieties about what it 
means to be Russian. Indeed, not only Pushkin's own 
words, but those of his contemporaries and of those
who came later, often fellow writers, who most elo-
quently, aptly, hyperbolically encapsulated Pushkin's 
significance have become an emotionally charged 
idiolect of Russian, a language within a language, a net 
of quotations in which all Russians—at least those "of 
a certain age"—are entangled as pervasively, but far 
more complicitly, than English speakers are by Shake-
speare or the King James Bible.
I
n the days leading up to the jubilee celebration on 
June 6, while the most prestigious "Pushkin places" 
in the land (from the family estate at 
Mikhailovskoe in the Pskov Region to the Moika 
Museum in the apartment where Pushkin died in 
Petersburg to the Pushkin apartment museum on the 
Old Arbat in Moscow) were being hurriedly prepared 
for public openings and visits by political figures, 
quotations from the poet moved out into the streets, 
displayed on banners spanning main thoroughfares, 
posters, and billboards. The most pervasive manifesta-
tion of public Pushkiniana in Petersburg was the 
appearance in prominent spots from Senate Square to 
Nevsky Prospect of an attractive, oversized, free-
standing poster. One of Pushkin's own self-caricatures 
adorned the top with a sketch of the statue of the 
Bronze Horseman at the bottom, both images superim-
posed on a ground of Pushkin's words in his own 




Bronze Horseman, "I love you, creation of Peter," 
displayed in prominent red letters in the center of the 
poster. By the same token, a banner at the head of 
Nevsky Prospect sported the same sketch of Pushkin 
and another well-known line from his "Petersburg 
Tale," "Be beautiful, city of Peter." These same 
quotations, complete with representations of the Bronze 
Horseman and Pushkin, were also "broadcast" in 
periodic sequence with commercial announcements and 
advertisements on the computerized display towering 
over Petersburg's Ploshchad’ vosstaniya farther down 
Nevsky. Petersburg, the city where Pushkin lived much 
of his life and where he died, was agressively claiming 
its native son.
Pushkin's natal Moscow, however, ceded nothing to 
Petersburg in its self-serving citation of Pushkin and 
would easily seem to have outdone the "second capital" 
in whimsy, messianism, and kitschy juxtapositions. 
Upholding Muscovite claims to priority in Pushkin's 
affections, the electronic billboard perched over the 
entrance to the Intourist Hotel situated near the begin-
ning of Tverskaya, Moscow's main street, included in 
its computerized series a digitized version of the 
famous Kiprensky portrait of Pushkin with the citation 
from Eugene Onegin, "Moscow! How much that 
sound conveys..." Off to the other side of Red Square, 
a building on Myasnitskaya Street, rather incongru-
ously situated immediately across the street from the 
American flag shaped neon sign for the US Cafe, 
boasted a three-story-high poster of a picture of a tower 
in the Kremlin wall from the days of horsedrawn 
carriages with another purported Pushkin quotation at 
the bottom: "Moscow! How I loved you, my sacred 
homeland..." A more subtle, wittier territorial appropri-
ation of Pushkin was to be found among the series of 
billboards displayed on the Garden Ring Road and on 
the highway to Sheremetevo. One such billboard 
inspired by The Bronze Horseman sported a drenched 
Evgeny, looking suspiciously like Pushkin himself, 
sitting on an equally drenched and drooping lion 
surrounded by flood waters over the first line of 
Pushkin's poem: "On the bank by deserted waves..." 
Petersburg, Moscow seemed to be saying, treated 
Pushkin rather badly. Other striking billboards in the 
series suggested a link between Pushkin and the most 
basic of emotional and conceptual associations. Each 
displayed a single word—"passion," "poet" (with the 
Kiprensky portrait of Pushkin), "love" (with a portrait 
of Pushkin's wife Natalia Goncharova). Seemingly 
drawing on "teaser" techniques of Western advertising,
"Whether I wander along noisy streets..." (Moscow).
these graphics betoken the primitive, potent appeal not 
only of Pushkin's much mythologized figure, but also 
of his words, rote memorized by generations of Rus-
sians to become the common currency of their emotive 
discourse. Hence, the sentimental, wistful, even enig-
matic tug at the heartstrings by the decontextualized 
Pushkin quotations on banners over central Moscow 
streets: "I loved you," "...a year will pass, and I'll 
appear to you...," "For the sake of familial love and 
tender friendship...," "...Whether I wander along noisy 
streets...," "We are bom for inspiration," "Save me, my 
talisman," and, at the center of town right in front of 
Red Square, "Bless Moscow, Russia!" Most poignant 
of all, perhaps, was the quotation at the top of the huge 
banner of a pensive Pushkin draped over the facade of 
the Moscow Hotel in Manege Square: "God let peace 
and quiet be resurrected in the whole universe."
While Pushkin's own words were suspended over 
the Russian landscape, official ceremonies were 
dominated by cliches coined by his eulogists. The
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standard for the commingling of hyperbole, slogan, and 
political posturing was set on the morning of June 6 at 
the opening of the jubilee celebration in Moscow on 
Pushkin Square. It would have been impossible to 
gauge the mass attraction of the Pushkin celebration 
from this event given the fact that one could pass 
through multiple cordons blocking entry to the square 
only by presenting a hierarchically coded invitation, 
with Russia's current elite, including Zyuganov and 
Zhirinovsky, occupying bleachers facing the newly 
cleaned Opekushin statue of Pushkin, while lesser 
guests were coralled in quadrants on Tverskaya Street. 
Young women in garish outfits pertly catered to the 
honored guests, dispensing soft drinks, while roving 
vendors hawked head pieces with bobbing antennae to 
the milling crowd.
The proceedings were appropriately solemn. The 
motley lineup of speakers was in itself telling: 
Luzhkov was followed by then Prime Minister 
Stephashin, the Solnechnogorsk Archbishop Sergiyi 
standing in as emissary for Patriarch Aleksei, the poet 
and President of the International Pushkin Committee 
Vladimir Kostrov, the artistic director of the Maly 
Theater Yury Solomin, and an academician. While 
Luzhkov emphasized the importance of the celebration 
not only to Russia, but to world civilization, Stepashin 
waxed eloquent on Pushkin's all-pervasive significance, 
explicitly equating the poet with Russia and its aspira-
tions: "Pushkin is Russia....Pushkin loved our country, 
loved Russia, believed in it as we must today." The 
patriarch, in remarks read by the metropolitan, drawing 
on Dostoevsky's "Pushkin Speech" pronounced by the 
writer almost on the same spot in 1880, portrayed 
Pushkin as a great reconciler, a model of love of the 
fatherland, while Kostrov, a minor poet at best, regaled 
the crowd with his own verses envisaging the curly- 
headed Pushkin leading Russia safely along the edge of 
the abyss and ending with the ringing words:
With you we will never vanish.
With Pushkin we will emerge victorious.
It was, however, the academician who, in this 
poignant fest of national pride, allowed himself the 
most hyperbolic juxtaposition: "It is probably a great 
symbol that in these years of material ruin and spiritual 
degradation we have been granted almost simulta-
neously two great holidays: the bicentenary of the birth 
of Pushkin and the bimillenary of the birth of Christ." 
The opening ceremony concluded with a presentation
of flowers to the newly cleaned Opekushin monument 
by an honor guard goose-stepping to the music of a 
military band followed by a dance exhibition of waltz-
ing couples in the center of the closed Tverskaya Street.
The claims made in this opening ceremony and 
throughout the official and unofficial rhetoric of the 
Pushkin jubilee to Pushkin as a gauge of Russia's 
legitimacy and goodness were clear, as was the appeal 
to nostalgia signalled by the seemingly ubiquitous 
waltzing figures in ersatz finery in a nineteenth-century 
mode. Yet it would be difficult to say whether the 
attempt on the part of Russia's current leaders up to and 
including Yeltsin himself (who claimed to have been 
burning the midlight oil reading Pushkin at 2 in the 
morning on the eve of the jubilee) to appropriate 
Pushkin, following the tsarist government a century 
earlier and Stalin fifty years before, as a source of 
political capital was successful. For all the bombast, 
the main attraction of the jubilee for the Russian 
populace at large was as an excuse for a day off from 
work and a holiday from the rigors of everyday life in 
Russia today.
Certainly the atmosphere in the streets in the center 
of Moscow, closed throughout the day to all but 
pedestrian traffic, was festive, as people, enjoying the 
good weather, strolled from bandstand to bandstand 
constructed in the shape of waltzing figures. Pushkin's 
profile in caricature presided over the party, on little 
banners and bright-colored balloons (which seem to 
have been almost the extent of the merchandising, 
along with Pushkin vodka, which was hard to find) and, 
apparently in response to a Luzhkov mandate, on all 
storefronts from McDonald's to Tiffany's. With star-
tling irony, the primary venue for children, decorated 
with scenes, from Pushkin's skazki, was set up on 
Lubyanka Square right in front of the former KGB 
headquarters, once the dreaded threshold of the Stalin 
purges, with the giant head from Pushkin's Ruslan and 
Ludmila sitting roughly on the spot from which the 
towering statue of Feliks Dzerzhinsky had been re-
moved in the wake of the attempted coup in August 
1991.
Commentators after the fact pointed out that some 
of the quotations bedecking Moscow during the jubilee 
days were not in fact quotations from Pushkin. And 
quizzes about Pushkin's life and works administered to 
passersby on the streets revealed some rather large gaps 
in knowledge, as evidenced by two men who solemnly 




Larina and one who claimed the poet's wife had been 
Anna Karenina. Pushkin, in fact, seemed to be largely 
absent from the celebration, serving merely as a place 
marker for the amorphous text of Russia's past. Per-
haps of all the quotations about Pushkin reiterated ad 
nauseam during the jubilee days, it was Gogol's famous 
words that were repeated not only most frequently, but 
most aptly. Pushkin as the Russian in two hundred 
year’s seems perpetually to recede into the past and the 
future; he is Russia's own elusive self-definition 
perpetually invoked, yet endlessly deferred.
On the final night of the celebration, which carried 
over to Sunday, June 7,1 headed for Red Square for the 
late night closing ceremony entitled "Golden Voices of 
Russia." I held three tickets for six people, having 
been repeatedly assured that each ticket would admit 
two. At cordons blocking entry to the square, each 
manned by two brawny fellows in dark suits, we were 
informed that only half of our group could enter. My 
protests did no good, but at the second checkpoint 
when I demanded that the security guards give me their 
names, one of them responded without missing a beat, 
"Pushkin." There could have been no more appropriate 
ending to Pushkin's birthday celebration than this 
invocation (conscious or not) of the Pushkin of Pushkin
jokes, Pushkin as absence, Pushkin as the denial of 
responsibility: Who will pay? Pushkin!
Catharine Theimer Nepomnyashchy is Associate 
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The Central Telegraph on Tverskaya (Moscow).
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